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Visual Art in
Medical
Education
By: Kimberly Dao, MS4
Maine Track – Tufts University School of Medicine

Outline

❖ The Role of Visual Arts in Medical
Education
❖ What are we currently doing?
❖ What are other people doing?
❖ Future Directions

The Role of Visual
Arts in Medical
Education

❖ Improve observational and
diagnostic skills
❖ More likely to accurately and fully
describe clinical photographs
❖ Increase awareness of emotion and
empathy

https://www.mitemmc.org/journal-club-blog/page/2/

Aspects of medical education:
1) A tool for professional development
2) A means for developing skills in the
practice of teaching (pedagogy)
3) To critically approach the current
approach of medical education
4) To view medical practice as a
succession of performances
https://www.mitemmc.org/journal-club-blog/page/2/

Visual
Thinking
Strategies

❖ Early 1990s
❖ Cognitive psychologist & former
MoMA educator
❖ Open- ended, learner-centered

Applying Visual Thinking Strategies
at Portland Museum of Art

Observational Skills in
Fine Art to Enhance
Visual Diagnostic Skills

Yale University School of Medicine
Year Established: 1998
1st year of medical school

METHODS
• First year students
• Partnered with Yale Center for British Art (YCBA) project

METHODS CONTINUED

Lecture

Control

Interventional

Is the figure sleeping, dead, or unconscious? His abnormal posture makes it unlikely that he is sleeping. His cyanotic skin
makes unconsciousness less likely and points towards death.
Since the view of the city through the window is from above, it could be either an attic
Where in the house is this scene located? or a basement if the house were on a hilltop. Even though the darkness in the room
would be expected in a basement, the slanting roof seen in the window's
construction reveals the location as an attic.
Both the smoke still rising from the candle that has burned out after being lit all night, and the yellowish/

What is the time of day? pink sky indicate it is dawn (not dusk).

How old is the figure? His smooth skin and physique suggest an adolescent man.
Perhaps he was clutching his chest and experiencing chest pain
What does his fisted left hand
related to his death.
and arm position indicate?
The empty vial fallen to the floor may indicate that his death was not
What was his cause of death? accidental. The crumbled paper in his right hand and the torn
manuscript on the floor may provide his motivation.

Figure 5: Grading Key
The ten visual features used as grading criteria
for this photograph include:
•Back of the arm
•Lesions extend to the shoulder
•Hair seen on arm and in the axilla
•Gender/Age
•Lesions found in clusters
•Description of individual lesions
•Varying sizes of the clusters
•Varying sizes of lesions within clusters
•Dermatomal/linear distribution
•Other Observation (e.g. five major clusters of
lesions, low muscle mass of triceps, lesions are
in differing stages of development)*
*Students were given credit for "other
observation" when a keen observation was
made not previously considered by the graders.

Results

Students in the YCBA group achieved higher posttest
scores in each of the photographs used in the posttest
examination.

Training the Eye:
Improving the Art of
Physical Diagnosis

Harvard University School of Medicine
Year Established: 2004
1st year medical students

Course
Structure

• Interactive, preclinical course
• 8 week course, 2.5 hours each week
• Museum session & clinical lecture.
• Other aspects of the course include
clinical rounds, patient pictures,
and course journals/sketchbooks.

Sample Curriculum

SKETCHBOOK
ASSIGNMENT
Focus on the Face

❖ Drawing #1: What do you look like in
your mind’s eye? Spend a few minutes
making a sketch of your face as you
imagine it looks. (Resist looking in the
mirror!)
❖ Drawing #2: Using a mirror, make a
quick sketch of your face.
❖ Reflection: Make notes on what you
notice about the differences between
your imagined and observed
perceptions.

Results

❖ Increased total mean number of
observations compared to controls
❖ Increased sophistication in
descriptions of artistic and clinical
imagery.
❖ A ‘dose-response’ for those who
attended >8 sessions, compared to
participants who attended <7
sessions

CONCLUSIONS
This interdisciplinary course improved participants’
capacity to make accurate observations of art and
physical findings.

Additional
Course

• “Creativity, Medicine and the Arts”
• Afternoon workshops
• Undergraduates, HMS, Graduate
School of Education, Harvard Law
School, and Harvard Business School

Graphic Storytelling
and Medical Narratives
&
Impressionism and the
Art of Communication
Penn State College of Medicine
Year Established: 2009
4th year medical students

Drawing created by Taylor Olmsted, 2012

Art Matters

Columbia University College of P&S
Year Established: 2012
1st year medical students

Visual Education in
Medicine

Boston University School of Medicine
Year Established: 2013
1st & 4th year medical students

Graphic Medicine
Workshop

UVM
Year Established: 2014
LGBTQ+ medical students and faculty

Visual Education in
Medicine

Dell Medical School
Year Established: 2017
1st year medical students

Key Points

❖ Improved visual literacy,
observation skills, &
communication skills
❖ Increased empathy
❖ A worthwhile and enjoyable
experience
❖ Applicable to all learners (UME,
GME, CPD)
❖ Diverse curriculum

Proposed
Structures

❖ 1-2 hour independent workshops
❖ A series of 1-2 hour workshops over
the course of first year
❖ 4-8 sessions (1-2 hours/session) in
conjunction with physical diagnosis
course
❖ 2 week third year elective
❖ 4 week rotation fourth year

Curriculum

❖
❖
❖
❖
❖

Reading Curriculum
Sketchbook Curriculum
Workshops
Attend VTS session(s) at PMoA
Independent project
➢ 12 panel comic, perform a skit

**Fourth year 4 week rotation would
encompass other realms of the medical
humanities (music, cinematography,
literature, etc.)

Sketchbook
Ideas

❖
❖
❖
❖
❖
❖
❖

Upside-Down
Blind Contour
Focus on the Face
Observation of Patterns
Negative Space
Draw Your Own Hand
Close Observation & Documentation

Directly from HSM’s curriculum

Workshop
ideas

❖ The Name Game
❖ Theme illustrations
❖ Direction and perception
❖ Comics (1 panel vs. 12 panel)

Workshop
ideas

❖ The Name Game
❖ Theme illustrations
❖ Direction and perception
❖ Comics (1 panel vs. 12 panel)

Possible Future Partnerships

Take Away
❖ Provide better training
❖ Enriching experience
❖ Multitude of possibilities for
curriculum

Questions?

